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Abstract 
 
Young people experience work and work-related learning in a number of contexts 
before leaving school. Some of these contexts are mediated by the formal education 
and training system whereas others are independent. After leaving school these 
diversities continue whether the young people go directly to full-time work or whether 
they continue in education programs. The paper reports on the findings of a 
longitudinal study of young people who had experienced a variety of types of 
engagement with workplaces while at school; several years later they were contacted 
again to find out the effects of that engagement on their post-school activities. A 
number of concrete and important findings emerged, particularly about the role of 
school-based new apprenticeships, and also a series of models were developed to 
describe the complexity of the young people’s pathways. 
 
Introduction 
This paper reports on an Australian research project (Smith & Green, forthcoming), 
undertaken in 2004, that describes and analyses how school students’ engagement 
with workplaces while they are at school affects their post-school pathways into and 
between work and study. Increasingly, school students are engaging with workplaces 
whilst still at school. The three major ways in which this is happening (in order of 
extent of engagement) are through work experience, paid part-time work, and 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) in schools programs, which generally 
include structured work placements (Smith & Green, 2001). A special form of part-
time work which also involves gaining VET qualifications is a school-based 
apprenticeship or traineeship (collectively known as school-based new 
apprenticeships).  
The research questions for the project were as follows: 
 To what extent does involvement with workplaces (including multiple 
involvement) while at school affect school-leavers’ subsequent pathways, and in 
what ways? 
 How can multiple pathways be described and conceptualised? 
 What are the students' views about the worth to them of their different 
involvements with workplaces?  
Literature review 
The three areas examined, VET in Schools (VETiS), paid part-time work and work 
experience, are represented in the literature as separate entities. VET in schools 
growth has been well documented (House of Representatives Standing Committee on 
Education and Training, 2004) so that the most recently available figures show that 
202,935 students were enrolled in VETiS programs in 2003. This represented 
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approximately 47 per cent of all senior secondary students (MCEETYA, 2003). 
VETiS has been shown to have a variety of positive results for students, including 
increased self-confidence, and is particularly beneficial for those students who are not 
academically strong (Teese et al, 1997). Some studies have examined post-school 
pathways of school students that have had involvement in VETiS programs, such as 
Polesol et al (2004), Fullarton (2001), and several undertaken by Polesol and Teese 
(eg 2002). Johns, Kilpatrick & Loechel (2004) focused on rural VET in Schools 
students, and found that VET in schools can assist in retaining students in the rural 
community, although offers of employment may lead to early school leaving. 
Part-time work, which is undertaken by the majority of senior school students in 
Australia, may have an influence on participants’ decisions about their potential future 
long-term career, according to findings from some earlier studies in Australia and the 
United States (eg. Robinson, 1999; Greenberger, 1988) which may in turn influence 
employability and future earnings potential. No recent studies, however, have 
addressed the detailed effects of part-time student work, although Helme & Polesol 
(2004) noted in a study of over 2200 school leavers in 2003 that 63% said that part-
time work had been important in shaping their career decisions, although this study 
did not include detailed data.  
School-based new apprentices (SBNA) are a distinctive type of part-time work. The 
first school-based new apprentices commenced in 1997, with numbers growing 
rapidly to reach 5957 in 2000, with 5755 then commencing in 2001 (MCEETYA, 
2002) and 7,639 in 2002 (MCEETYA, 2003). Numbers in training reached 
approximately 14,000 by 2003 (MCEETYA, 2004) Approximately 75 per cent of 
these apprenticeships were in the areas of Sales and Personal Services, Tourism and 
Hospitality, Business and Clerical, Automotive, and Primary Industry. Fullarton’s 
(2001) study, based on the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth, included a 
small number of SBNAs (less than 1% of her sample of around 6000), but otherwise 
there has not been any longitudinal study of SBNAs. It is impossible to complete an 
apprenticeship part-time during the two years of senior secondary schooling (Smith & 
Wilson, 2002); hence it has been expected that many students will continue their 
apprenticeships after leaving school, but this has not yet been confirmed empirically. 
As most traineeships can be completed in one year full-time it is more likely that 
trainees can complete their contracts of training while still at school. 
Work experience – generally consisting of one or two weeks spent in a workplace 
towards the end of compulsory schooling - is comparatively little studied compared 
with VET in Schools (Smith & Green, 2003), despite the near universality of work 
experience among Australian school students. There has been some debate about the 
utility of work experience (Billett 1998), but also a case argued for retention and 
improvement of work experience (Green & Smith, 2003). The Helme & Polesol 
(2004) study asked one question of the school leavers about work experience, but the 
only reported data were that school leavers who became apprentices rated work 
experience more highly than the norm in making their career choices.  
Creed & Patton (2003) found that school students who had part-time jobs were more 
advanced in their career planning and exploration than those who did not; the findings 
were related to attitude towards careers rather than actual decisions or career-related 
knowledge. Taccori’s study (2004) indicates that a combination of work experience 
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and a VET in Schools program in one vocational area, combined with good careers 
counselling, provides a synergy that is likely to lead to a realistic careers choice in 
that area. Chen (2004) however, has noted the multiple factors that need be taken into 
account when considering the person-environment interactions that occur during work 
experience opportunities, career counselling meetings, part-time work, and work per 
se. Woodd (1999) also stresses the importance of contextual factors. Using theories of 
environmental structures, she argues that people’s attitudes to careers may be affected 
greatly by their actual experiences in workplaces. 
A final point worth noting from the literature is that young people are almost always 
reported as dissatisfied with the careers advice that they receive while at school (eg 
Andres & Wyn, 2002). Alloway et al (2004) found considerable variations among 
schools in the roles and quality of careers advisers and careers information. They 
found that careers advisers who provided student-centred advice provided a better 
service than those who were information-centred. 
Research method 
The main research method was a comprehensive survey sent to respondents from two 
previous projects (Smith & Green, 2001; Smith & Wilson, 2002) who had indicated 
their willingness to undertake follow-up research. The first project yielded a database 
of 424 potential respondents from 13 schools in two States, and had sought 
information about all types of workplace engagement, and the second yielded a 
database of 375 potential respondents who were school-based new apprentices 
(SBNAs) in three States. Seventy from the first database responded to the current 
survey and 56 of the latter (16% response rate overall). The SBNAs formed a 
representative sample of SBNAs in those States. The vast majority of the respondents 
had left school in 2001 or 2002, and almost all had completed their schooling to the 
end of year 12 (and in a few cases Year 13). 
The survey data were supplemented with telephone interviews with 18 respondents 
who indicated their willingness to be interviewed in more depth. Of the 18 
interviewed, eight were SBNAs. The interviews were designed to follow up on some 
interesting emerging issues from the survey and to provide further detail about aspects 
of the research questions that could not be examined in great detail through the 
survey. Data from telephone interviews were consistent with the findings from the 
survey and added descriptive richness to the findings.  
Findings and discussion 
The findings of the survey suggested that work experience performed a useful 
function in opening respondents’ eyes to career possibilities, including ruling out 
choices. Most of those surveyed had participated in work experience programs (85% 
of those not doing a SBNA and 62% of those in the SBNA group). Work experience 
was much more evenly distributed among industry areas than part-time work or 
vocational placements. For example, nearly a quarter of work experience placements 
were in health and community services whereas part-time jobs were concentrated 
(81%) in the typical student-worker industries of retail and fast food/hospitality. 
SBNAs and VET placements alike showed a significant, although lesser, 
concentration (46% and 57% respectively) in these two industries. Work experience 
and SBNAs both had some effects on respondents’ study intentions. For nearly one-
quarter of SBNAs, participation in the SBNA made them stay at school longer. Work 
experience was likely, for nearly a quarter of SBNAs and an eighth of non-SBNAs, to 
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lead to a decision to undertake further study after school. For the non-SBNAs, 
workplace engagement at school, and especially part-time jobs, generally had only a 
limited effect on study intentions.  
School-based new apprenticeships appeared to lead to excellent employment 
outcomes but lower participation in higher education. Only 16% of SBNAs went on to 
university compared with 59% of non-SBNAs; while a low figure might be expected 
as the SBNA option is likely to be selected by those of lower academic achievement, 
more importantly the proportion who went to university was much lower than those 
who had earlier intended. SBNAs were overwhelmingly likely to be in full-time work 
(including new apprenticeships) after leaving school, with only 11% not in full-time 
work or study compared with nearly one quarter (24%) of non-SBNAs who were not 
in full-time work or study. Around the same proportion of SBNAs and non-SBNAs 
were in full-time VET courses. The findings also showed that SBNAs were likely to 
provide an immediate pathway into apprenticeships or traineeships in a similar 
industry area, but SBNAs’ long-term career plans were less likely to be within that 
industry area.  
For SBNAs, their SBNA could confirm their career decision, but could also turn them 
away from that career. For two-thirds of these young people, their experience in the 
SBNA confirmed a pre-existing decision; but for nearly one-third, the SBNA changed 
their mind about entering the industry area. A shift was identified away from the 
SBNA industry area as a planned career area between the final year of school and the 
first year out; by the latter time, only just over half wanted to work in the same 
industry area as their SBNA. This finding may have some important and worrying 
implications for those industries that may see SBNAs as a way of meeting skill 
shortages. Such industries are in the traditional trades and include, for example,  
electrotechnology (Smith & Green, 2001).  From the data collected it is not possible 
to analyse, however, why the young people’s interest declined in their SBNA industry 
area, and whether the finding would apply to other industry areas apart from those 
recorded in this study. 
School-day part-time jobs remained important to respondents after leaving school, 
occasionally as the only activity but more commonly as a supplement to full-time 
study or another full-time job. Well over half (59%) of SBNAs had additional jobs 
during their school careers as well as their SBNAs, while only a little over half (53%) 
of the non-SBNAs had part-time jobs. Even after leaving school, jobs of both groups 
were concentrated in the typical student-working industries of retail and fast-
food/hospitality. Of the 53% that had worked in part-time jobs immediately before 
leaving school, 44% continued with their part-time jobs for 18 months or longer. Non-
SBNAs were twice as likely to continue long-term with their part-time jobs; 
presumably many of these were continuing to work in their school-day part-time jobs 
while at university. Only 16% of respondents that had part-time jobs immediately 
before leaving school did not continue at all in these jobs after they finished school. 
The qualitative data provided additional insights. The more time respondents spent in 
workplaces during school, the more influence this was shown to have on their 
subsequent choices, particularly on first leaving school. The SBNA group was likely 
to be involved in continuing the apprenticeship they had started at school. The SBNA 
thus gave them an experience which formed the beginning of the pathway. Reasons 
given for not continuing in the SBNA included the low wage rates associated with 
apprenticeships, as expressed by comments such as ‘(I) had to work to live on my 
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own. It was challenging to live independently on the low pay rate.’ Another 
respondent, who continued with his SBNA for a year after completing school, pointed 
out that because of the low wages, he chose to leave the apprenticeship in hospitality 
to seek a full-time position in retail where his pay moved from $5.50 per hour to 
$13.00 per hour. He was nevertheless very positive about having completed part of 
the SBNA in hospitality as he felt it was ‘good to have two backgrounds of work 
behind me to fall back on as a safety net.’ The SBNA pathways overall showed that 
this group of respondents were more aware and confident in their decisions as they 
knew more about the industry areas of interest and were provided with support and 
advice through the process. Some also noted the advantage of having two industry 
areas of experience as they often had other part-time jobs as well as their SBNA. 
The qualitative comments from the respondents who had not done a SBNA suggest 
this group had far clearer ideas about their pathway throughout their senior schooling, 
in the majority of cases going directly to University or other fulltime study. The latter 
group’s pathways were generally less clear-cut than the former. One participant spent 
her first post-school year studying hospitality at TAFE as both her work experience 
and her part-time jobs in the food industry meant she ‘kind of fell into the hospitality 
industry’ where she felt she ‘was lucky to find a passion for my career’ as a chef, 
although she also envisaged perhaps going on to teach in schools or lecture at TAFE 
in the longer term. In general, those going directly to university, in most cases from 
the non-SBNA group, mentioned that in a number of cases the course(s) were not 
what they expected. They would have liked more information and in retrospect 
considered that university-provided information was sometimes misleading. Some had 
changed direction, and others planned to change pathways in the future.  
Even though questions were not specifically asked about financial resources, some 
data emerged in this area. For example, one male respondent left the university he 
went to first (although the course was preferred) as he had to keep up his part-time job 
to support himself and the job was at his parental home which was too far from the 
first university:  
I didn’t have enough money to live away from home. I couldn't get youth 
allowance so I had to come home every week to work for half the week. I ended up 
quitting after six months because it was too much. It was a two-hour drive. I was 
doing marine resource management and now I’m doing environmental science. 
A comment that recognised future rather than current financial issues was: ‘I worry 
that I might one day want to live in town instead of on the land, and have no 
qualifications to get a decent job in town.’ A small number of respondents had 
ambitions about travel overseas with some implication that there would be family or 
other support to assist in realising these.  
Many respondents from both groups mentioned the potential of more than one 
pathway and their plans for involvement with more than one industry in their future 
careers. The diversity of experiences the participants had already had was expected to 
continue throughout their lives. Three of the respondents made comments to this 
effect during telephone interviews: 
I could see myself having different careers because I’m interested in so many 
different things. 
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Several, because of my own personality. Even now I’m doing two degrees, and 
don’t expect to work in just one area. It’s the nature of work now, everyone will. 
You can explore so many other educational pathways. You don’t choose one thing 
for the rest of your life. 
Descriptions of individual pathways demonstrated the uniqueness and variety of each 
respondent’s circumstances, opportunities and perceptions, ‘Luke’s’ story, for 
example, pointed to a significant influence from his workplace experiences while at 
school. Firstly his SBNA, in timber and fabrication, encouraged him to stay at school 
so he completed his traineeship. He then went on to an apprenticeship in the same 
area; he saw this apprenticeship as a means of ensuring he was ‘very employable’. He 
used workplace experiences as opportunities to make contacts and try out various 
options. He completed a VET in Schools course in hospitality, and enjoyed the 
opportunity to learn both kitchen and front of house skills, although he was not 
intending to choose this industry as a career direction. While he was on the job with 
his timber and fabrication SBNA he met a builder buying materials and asked if he 
could work on a voluntary basis during the school holidays. As soon as he had 
finished his current apprenticeship, he intended to find an adult apprenticeship in 
construction as a different but related career choice. He commented, as did some 
others, that the low pay rate offered younger apprenticeships make it ‘too hard to 
live’, and appreciated the better rate offered to ‘mature aged apprentices’. On top of 
all these workplace experiences, Luke also had a part-time job during which he kept 
beyond school. This was in retail and was not intended as a full-time choice. Luke 
also commented, when asked what would have been helpful in making career 
decisions, ‘more experience in the workplace’. He believed some of the advantages of 
these experiences were that he could investigate the job ‘before signing up’; he could 
find out what a job was really like; he could learn to work with and get on with older 
people and he thought it ‘teaches you what employers expect of a worker’. 
Work experience was of value to respondents, particularly in the non-SBNA group, in 
both selecting and discarding career options, despite the fact that work experience was 
also criticised by many respondents because of the brevity and nature of the 
experiences. Part-time jobs also had a role, both in funding future or further options 
and in developing personal skills and aptitudes. One respondent stated that her part-
time job allowed her to realise that she liked dealing with people, influencing her 
decision to change direction from Visual Arts to teaching as a career choice. Many 
mentioned their experiences at school giving them ‘a taste of that career path’ as 
‘…seeing professionals in their careers communicating effectively with other people 
made me realise even more that I wanted to do something that involved working/ 
communicating with people’. Part-time jobs were important less as career pathways 
than as learning opportunities and means of supporting other study or career 
opportunities. They also provided much opportunity for respondents to learn about 
some of the realities of work. 
A model for links between school-day workplace experiences and later activities 
An adaptable model is suggested in the report, which can describe links between 
school-day workplace experiences and post-school activities. However, it needs to be 
stressed that school-day workplace experiences form only one influence on young 
people’s pathways and plans after school.  The first model is a generic one (Figure 1) 
which demonstrates the way the models are constructed. The first circle indicates the 
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experiences of workplaces at school while the second circle shows post-school 
pathways. The arrows in Figures 2 and 3 show how influences from school workplace 
experiences have impacted on later choices. Subsequent pathways in the second or 
third year post school are included in the second circle where there are changes, but 
generally the first year out activity continued. 
 
Figure 1 - Generic model of workplace experiences and post-school pathways 
The model in Figure 2 features mainly respondents whose career choices were little 
influenced by experiences of the workplace while at school. This group tended to 
spend the least time in workplace involvement, as they did a minimum of work 
experience, typically one week at two different workplaces; the majority had a part-
time job, but not with extended hours. They described part-time work as a funding 
source rather than a career possibility. Their career decision making came from very 
individual sources, and there was much criticism of the lack of formal career advice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2 - Workplace experience having little effect 
The third model (Figure 3) applies to many of those who successfully completed an 
apprenticeship at school and the direct link between the school-day experiences of the 
workplaces showed the beginning of a direct pathway into an industry area selected in 
the SBNA. Part-time work was not continued in most cases as the respondents moved 
smoothly from the SBNA to a full-time apprenticeship in the same area, and mainly in 
the same workplace. Many respondents mentioned the career advice and assistance 
given by the organisation arranging their SBNA when they were leaving school. 
Experience of work at school: 
Options: 
 SBNA 
 Work experience(s) 
 Part-time work 
 VET in schools placement(s) 
 
Post-school pathway 
  
 University 
 TAFE / other study 
 Full-time work 
 Part-time work 
 Seeking work 
 Career plans 
Experience of work at school: 
 
Work experience (2 or 3 opportunities) 
  (Linked in two cases) 
 
 
Part-time work (6 – 10 hours) 
(Several had no jobs)   (Only 1 link) 
 
Post-school pathway 
 
University full-time 
(Limited influences) 
 
Part-time work – same 
job in many cases 
(All worked part-time) 
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Figure 3 – Smooth transition from SBNA to subsequent pathway 
Further pathway possibilities are shown in the full report (Smith & Green, 
forthcoming), although the diversity and individual variability of choices remained a 
major feature of the data. 
Implications for policy and practice  
Opportunities to experience the workplace while at school can provide much 
information to students concerning their own abilities and interests prior to making 
pathway decisions and career choices. They also provide students with networks of 
contacts and with awareness of a range of opportunities. These opportunities may also 
provide generic skills to enhance employability. Through preparation prior to 
workplace experiences of all types, employability skills could be fostered, monitored 
and developed through career education or other school curriculum in conjunction 
with these experiences. 
Part-time work emerged as an important area of influence deserving further 
consideration. The learning that many school students experience through part-time 
work opportunities while at school is very influential in terms of motivation and 
knowledge to underpin choices of future pathways. Hence part-time jobs could be 
formally considered by policy makers as well as teachers and career advisers as part 
of a wider network of learning opportunities beyond the classroom. The industry areas 
that school students are able to access through part-time work are limited, typically in 
many cases to retail and fast food/hospitality. Broader opportunities are only available 
through VET placements and work experiences. As part-time jobs often lead to post-
school employment in the same workplace or industry, industries that do not currently 
offer part-time employment opportunities to school students might consider the 
advantages that might be gained by creating such opportunities. Industries expecting 
labour shortages in particular could benefit. As so many of the respondents continued 
in their school-day part-time jobs post school, as permanent or interim employment or 
primarily to fund further study, the significance and effects of part-time student 
working clearly merit further research. A particular concern may be the disadvantages 
that may now be associated with the lack of a part-time employment record.  
The predominance of typical student-working industries in post-school as well as 
school-day employment is important. It underlines the need to ensure that careers in 
Experience of work at school: 
 
SBNA 
 
Work experience (2 or 3 opportunities) 
  (Frequently linked) 
 
Part-time work 
 
Post-school pathway 
 
Continued 
apprenticeship 
 (Full-time) 
 
(Strong influences from 
experiences at school) 
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these industries are given equal prominence with other industry areas in advice and 
information given to young people while at school. 
Some of the data has implications for apprenticeships and traineeship policy. 
Apprenticeships and traineeships offer low wage rates for people in the initial stages 
which could affect their ability to live independently, and/or complete the 
qualification. The findings suggest this did not necessarily deter many respondents, 
but may have been a problem for some. Policy makers and schools need to ensure that 
undertaking a school-based new apprenticeship does not narrow students’ options. 
Actions could include ensuring that SBNAs also undertake work experience, and 
providing encouragement and support to those who wish to continue to aim at 
university entrance so that this goal is not blocked by their participation in a SBNA.  
A clear finding was that participation in a SBNA reduces the likelihood of achieving 
earlier intentions to study at university. While it is not intended to argue that 
university is a proper destination for all young people, this issue requires further 
investigation to find out whether the change of mind was positive or whether 
undertaking the SBNA led, for example, to school subject choices that precluded 
university entry,  or allowed insufficient time for studying.  Similarly the propensity 
for SBNAs to avoid work experience could be a problem. This is because additional 
analysis about the effects of work experience on career choice showed that for the 
SBNA group, those that did undertake work experience were much more likely than 
the non-SBNA group to report that work experience led to a new decision about 
career area. Thus those that did not undertake work experience were losing a possibly 
significant opportunity to sample another industry area.  
The project findings underlined the shortcomings, already identified in other research, 
relating to careers advice in schools. There is a perception of a lack of current, 
effective career advice available and acceptable to the respondents. Comments about 
deficiencies related both to job information and to university course information. 
It is interesting to note that since the research was completed, government initiatives 
have begun to address two of these two issues: financial disincentives of 
apprenticeship for some young people, and inadequate careers advice. Relevant 
initiatives introduced in the 2005 Australian federal budget, are increased access for 
apprentices to Youth & Living Away From Home income support allowances, 
toolkits and scholarships for apprentices in certain industries; and a new Australian 
Network of Careers Advisers (Australian Federal Government, 2005).  
Because the study was confined to a survey of young people it was not possible to 
derive major implications for employer practice; although it was likely that young 
people’s pathways were influenced at least partly by the quality of management and 
training provided to them in, or in connection with, their workplace experiences, this 
could only be inferred from the young peoples’ responses or, sometimes, was offered 
as optional qualitative comments.  One of the predecessor studies (Smith & Green 
2001) examined this issue in some detail and it would be possible to extend 
understanding in this area by greater examination of these matters in post-school 
pathways and thus make employers aware of the consequences of their actions in 
affecting young people’s pathways 
Conclusion 
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While the findings of the study do not provide a neat picture of post-school 
destinations and activities, they provide a more realistic picture than many other 
studies which do not fully acknowledge the multiplicity of recent school-leavers’ 
activities and the reasons why they make the choices that they do. The qualitative data 
in particular provide a rich and detailed picture of the diversity of choices and 
influences that work upon school leavers when considering their options, and that 
these influences continue to affect choices during the post-school initial years. Young 
people’s work and learning careers are as diverse as those of adults and it is dangerous 
to attempt to draw firm conclusions about casual relationships; however it did prove 
possible from the research to make comments about specific areas that can be 
influenced by government policy and school-level practice.   
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